T he Voluntary Protection Programs (VPP) are designed to recognize worksites that have voluntarily developed and maintained exemplary safety and health programs. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) established this set of programs in 1982 to foster a cooperative working relationship between employees, management, and government (Voluntary protection, 1988) .
The intent of this article is to introduce occupational health nurses to the VPP. Benefits of participation in the program, application procedures, and the role of the occupational health nurse at VPP sites are discussed. Because the primary responsibility of occupational health nurses is to promote the safest and most healthful workplace possible, it will be beneficial for occupational health nurses to learn about the VPP. They then can playa significant role in cultivating interest for these programs that promote excellence in safety and health.
DESCRIPTION
Since its creation in 1970 by the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSH Act), OSHA has recognized the limitations of its standard setting and enforcement roles in meeting all of the goals outlined in the OSH Act for protecting workers (Voluntary protection, 1988) . The OSHA standards cannot address every hazard, nor can OSHA compliance officers inspect every worksite. However, the OSH Act also gives OSHA the ability "to develop innovative methods, techniques, and approaches for dealing with occupational safety and health problems" (Voluntary protection, 1988) . Through this provision the VPP were developed.
Management, employees, and OSHA have the following roles in maintaining the cooperative relationship promoted by the VPP: • Management is expected to operate an exemplary safety and health program and to provide OSHA with documentation of that program. The information is provided by management voluntarily with the understanding that if any problems or infractions are discovered by OSHA during the course of VPP activity, the Agency will not cite, but will help the employer resolve the problems (Richardson, 1989 ). • Employees are expected to be intimately involved in the implementation of the documented safety and health program. • OSHA is expected to maintain a commitment to work cooperatively, to participate in a formal initiation ceremony, and to remove the site from its regular programmed inspection schedule. However, OSHA will maintain its responsibility to investigate employee complaints, a fatality or catastrophe, and significant chemical spills and leaks (Richardson, 1989) . Currently, a variety of companies are represented within the VPP. The industries included are chemical, petroleum, farm machinery, textiles, ship building, and a variety of manufacturers (Richardson, 1989 ). OSHA's Division of Voluntary Programs reported the size of VPP sites range from 18 to 7,639 employees.
The VPP consist of three different programs: Star, Merit, and Demonstration. Each is designed with different criteria to allow opportunity for a wide range of safety and health programs to be recognized.
The Star program is the highest honor and is given to worksites that have proven the existence of a safety and health program that meets all of the demanding Star criteria. Star sites are reviewed tri-annually to ensure all elements of the safety and health program are maintained (Voluntary protection, 1988; Richardson, 1989) .
The Merit program is known as a stepping stone to Star. Merit sites are lacking in some of the Star requirements, but the companies are working actively to achieve Star level protection for their workers. OSHA works with these companies to help them achieve Star status. The sites are reviewed annually for the duration of their Merit status, which is usually 2 to 5 years. It is possible, however, for a Merit site to enter the Star program before the end of the time period set for its Merit status, if
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it can demonstrate it has already achieved Star level protection for its employees (Voluntary protection, 1988; Richardson, 1989) .
The Demonstration Program has evolved into a slightly different program than originally intended. According to the Chief of the Division of Voluntary Programs, "the Demonstration Program is for unusual situations" (Richardson, M., personal communication) . The program is designed for industries or parts of industries for which insufficient written literature exists about appropriate safety and health management systems, or for industries that are regulated by another Federal agency as well as by OSHA. The statistics for a site participating in this program must indicate a safe and healthful workplace has been achieved.
OSHA then studies the site and determines exactly how Star level protection is achieved. Special provisions are added to the Star requirements once the unique characteristics of the site's safety and health program are identified. New applicants in the industry who meet these revised requirements can be admitted directly to the Star program.
A successful Demonstration project has been completed in the construction industry. The Star requirements were rewritten to account for unique circumstances in that industry.
In January 1991 there were 61 Star, 11 Merit, and no Demonstration sites. New Demonstration projects were being considered for logging and electrical line maintenance.
It is not the intent of OSHA that the VPP grow to include an enormous number of sites. The program is designed to honor only the very best safety and health programs in the country. As the "state of the art" in employee safety and health protection changes, it is likely the criteria to achieve Star status also will become more demanding (Richardson, M., personal communication).
REQUIREMENTS
To be accepted into the Star program, the worksite must meet all of the established criteria. The site must have statistics that indicate the safety and health program is effective. Lost workday injury case rates (number of days not worked due to an occupational injury), and injury incidence rates (number of injuries experienced) are the statistics used by VPP committees.
The average of each of these rates for the past 3 years must be at or below the most recent national average published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics for that industry for the company to be considered for the VPP (Voluntary protection, 1988).
The following six elements also must be incorporated into a comprehensive safety and health program: management commitment; established methods of worksite analysis; established methods of hazard prevention and control; quality safety and health training; employee participation; and annual self evaluation (Voluntary protection, 1988) . Review of the application paperwork determines whether the six elements are present and effective.
For example, to demonstrate management's commitment, the company must submit a copy of its safety and health policies, describe how safety and health functions are incorporated into the organizational structure, describe the assignments of safety and health responsibility, and sign an official Statement of Commitment. To demonstrate that established methods of worksite analysis exist, the company describes ele-ments such as the self inspection process, the employee health program, and the accident investigation procedures (Voluntary protection, 1988) . Each of the other elements have specific criteria that are evaluated to determine the quality of the safety and health program.
Star criteria require that the safety and health program, with these six main elements, be successfully in place for 1 year prior to admittance into the VPP (Voluntary protection, 1988; Richardson, 1989) . Acceptance into the Merit program requires the applicant to have achieved most of the Star criteria and to be actively working to achieve those criteria not yet reached. Also, the employer must demonstrate the degree of commitment that has proven to be necessary for Star status (Voluntary protection, 1988) .
The requirements for Demonstration status, in general, are similar to those of Star. In detail, however, they vary for every Demonstration applicant. Star level protection must be achieved, but the methods to do so will vary.
APPLICATION PROCEDURE
An entire company or a single site can submit an application for the VPP. Approvals, however, are decided on a site by site basis. The first stage of the application process is a written review (Voluntary protection, 1988) . The instructions for application detail every item that the applicant must address in writing.
A committee made up of the VPP regional coordinator and the VPP national corporate coordinator reviews the written application (Richardson, 1989) . The written review is successful if all elements of the Star program appear to be present and operating effectively.
The next step in the application process is an on-site review by OSHA officials. The goal of this on-site review is to ensure the safety and health program addresses all the potential hazards at the site and to ensure the program is being implemented as described in the written Once employees feel their input is respected, they begin to take pride in their work and in their worksite.
application (Voluntary protection, 1988) . This face to face interaction is intended also to help build the cooperative relationship that is a goal of the VPP. An occupational health nurse at a VPP Star site said, "the initial OSHA audit was a good, collective working experience that gave employees a good, positive feeling about OSHA"(Fahey, L., personal communication). The on-site review committee consists at minimum of a team leader, a safety specialist, and an industrial hygienist. Other professional specialists can be called in as necessary (Richardson, 1989) . None of the review committee members will be OSHA enforcement personnel from the applicant's local area (Voluntary protection, 1988) .
Several steps are included in the on-site review: an initial meeting, a document review; a walk-through, formal and informal interviews, and a closing meeting (Voluntary protection, 1988). The information gathered in each step helps the committee make its final determination. A brief explanation of each step follows:
• The initial meeting allows the review committee to describe its goals and concerns. The company has the opportunity to bring up any information not included in the written application that may help demonstrate the excellence of the safety and health program (U.S. Department of Labor, 1989 Labor, 1989 ). The OSHA team leader discusses the progress of the visit with the management contact at the end of each day. This allows the company to assess the progress of the review before the closing meeting (U.S. Department of Labor, 1989) .
Once the team makes an assessment of the site, one of three options is recommended. First, if the criteria are not met for the program to which the company~as applied, the team may suggest another program. Second, if the team feels some changes must be made before admittance into any VPP program, recommendations are made and a date (up to 90 days following the closing meeting) by which the changes will be implemented is agreed on. After this date, admittance to the program will be reconsidered. The third possibility is the acceptance of the site into the desired program (U.S. Department of Labor, 1989) .
All satisfactory reports are sent to the Assistant Secretary of Labor for Occupational Safety and Health. The Assistant Secretary sends an official letter of approval announcing the admittance of the site into the VPP (Voluntary protection, 1988 ).
In the unlikely circumstance a VPP applicant refuses to correct a potentially dangerous situation discovered in a VPP review; the Regional Administrator refers the situation to the Assistant Secretary. However, it is unlikely that a company interested in applying for the VPP would refuse to resolve a potential hazard (Voluntary protection, 1988) .
In 8 years no VPP applicant has refused to correct a serious hazard (Richardson, M., personal communication) .
BENEFITS
"Star has helped us communicate safety and health to our employees. At first it was management's program; now it is theirs," according to an occupational health nurse at a Star site (Oliverez, A., personal communication). Increased employee participation and involvement is one of the benefits of the VPP. Once employees feel their input is respected, they begin to take pride in their work and in their worksite. This can lead to increased quality and productivity (Richardson, 1989) .
A site accepted into the VPP receives a certificate of approval and a VPP flag to display at the facility (Voluntary protection, 1988) . Companies often conduct ceremonies to raise the flag, to honor employees, and to spread the word about their safety and health commitment to the community (Richardson, 1989) . Community pride and support is another benefit to VPP participation.
According to Richardson (personal communication, 1989) , statistics collected in February 1990 by the Division of Voluntary Programs at OSHA show that VPP sites experienced only 29% of the injuries experienced by an "average" site in their respective industry. For management, this naturally leads to decreased workers' compensation costs. One company reported that since it started working to get all its sites into VPP, the company has had a 57% reduction in workers' compensation costs and a 29% reduction in injuries (U.S. Department of Labor, 1989) .
OSHA also benefits. The Agency is able to better concentrate its resources on worksites that are dangerous for workers, thereby helping to achieve the goals set in the OSH Act. OSHA also is able to learn practical ways to solve safety and health problems from people who deal with these issues every day (Voluntary protection, 1988) .
The most important benefit is to workers, who gain a safe and healthful working environment.
SURVEY
The OSHA occupational health nurse consultant, Patricia Bertsche, and the General Electric occupational health nurse, Linda Fahey, distributed a brief, one page questionnaire to all VPP sites in November 1989. The questionnaire was to be directed to the occupational health nurses at each facility. At the time of the survey there were 66 VPP sites. Twenty-one nurses, representing 19 VPP sites, responded to the questionnaire.
The purpose of the questionnaire was twofold. One goal was to establish a means of networking for all occupational health nurses at VPP sites. Subsequent to the return of the questionnaires, each occupational health nurse who expressed an interest in networking received the names, addresses, and phone numbers of others who expressed that interest.
The second goal of the questionnaire was to determine occupational health nurses' perception of their involvement in the company's safety and health team. All of the 21 nurses considered themselves to be integral members of the company safety and health team.
"VPP sites tend to have interdisciplinary approaches to their safety and health programs," indicated Fahey, "This could be why they are successful. "
The idea that occupational health nursing and the occupational health nurse are integral components of the interdisciplinary team allows occupational health nurses to use their broad base of knowledge and training in practical applications. Occupational health nurses at VPP sites tend to be actively involved with the safety committee and with the development of the safety and health program. In response to the questionnaire, occupational health nurses described some of the unique roles they perform.
One occupational health nurse explained her role as consultant to the safety professionals. She meets with the committee once a week to participate in accident investigations and to provide health education via lectures and literature. Another indicated she is in charge of all the safety programs that require health care follow up. Five occupational health nurses mentioned they are members of the committees responsible for the safety and health program.
Occupational health nurse Ana 01iverez commented that she reports directly to the plant manager. "When I speak, I am heard. There are not three or four levels of management to go through," she added.
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH
NURSE ROLE Occupational health nurses are especially valuable to VPP sites because the programs they supervise and the functions they perform daily are important aspects of the safety and health program. As previously mentioned, the safety and health program is examined carefully in the VPP application process.
Occupational health nurses typically are involved in the development and maintenance of the hazard prevention and control program. This program includes conducting periodic workplace walk-throughs which allow the occupational health nurse to assist in identifying hazards, to maintain a close relationship with the employees, and to remain knowledgeable about employee operations.
Occupational health nurses typically are involved also in the safety and health training program. Their involvement includes disseminating information about the health hazards to which the employees are exposed and about generic and hazard specific first aid. Additionally, the occupational health nurse often is involved in wellness education. This task includes presenting information to employees about everyday health concerns such as stress, smoking, weight control, and exercise.
Of course, the occupational health nurse is involved in the development and maintenance of the employee health service. Some of the responsibilities include pre-placement physicals, injury treatment, and recordkeeping. In many cases the occupational health nurse provides the statistics on injury and lost work day rates required in the VPP application process.
All of the programs mentionedhazard prevention and control, safety and health training, and employee health-are critical components of the overall safety and health program examined by the VPP selection committee. Because occupational health nurses have daily experience, formal training, and knowledge in these important aspects of a safety and health program, they are invaluable resources in the VPP application process and in the maintenance of Star level worker protection.
However, not all VPP sites take advantage of the resource they have in the occupational health nurse. One occupational health nurse commented that he is a member of the safety and health team, but not to the degree he would like to be. "It is hard to break the shell and become part of the management team," he added.
Nonetheless, the common attitude displayed by companies in the VPP is a progressive one in which worker safety comes first. This attitude tends to open the door for occupational health nurses to be effective members of the safety and health team and to develop their professional potential.
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